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The activation, appropriation and practices of student-equity policy in Australian 
higher education 
 
Current national reforms in Australian higher education have prioritised efforts to reduce 
educational disadvantage within a vernacular expression of neo-liberal education policy. 
Student-equity policy in universities is enmeshed in a set of competitive student 
recruitment relations. This raises practice based tensions as universities strive to meet 
specific institutional targets for low socioeconomic status and Indigenous student 
participation, whilst broadening participation more generally within the sector. This 
paper seeks empirically to trace the activation and appropriation of federal policy 
through two sites of higher education policy practices: a state government sponsored 
equity practitioner body and two differently positioned universities, Dawson and 
McIlwraith, as they engage schools in low SES communities. The paper works together 
Dorothy Smith’s insights into the textually-mediated activation of local practices with 
Levinson and colleagues’ concept of the local appropriation of authorised policy, and 
Bourdieu’s notion of the contested field. We analyse how state level and university 
specific policies for student-equity practices not only articulate to federal policy, but also 
appropriate the ruling relations of mandated policy.  The analysis demonstrates the 
vernacularisation of policy in the national rearticulation of global discourses, in 
appropriation at the level of the state body and in the practices of equity workers. 
  
 




Drawing on data and analysis from a wider institutional ethnographic study into student-
equity practices, this paper seeks to describe the activation and appropriation of federal 
student equity policy across two sites of higher education policy practices: a state government 
sponsored equity practitioner body which mediates federal ruling policy relations, and the 
strategic practices of two differently positioned Australian universities located in the same 
state, Dawson and McIlwraith. 
Located within an affluent, leafy suburb in the capital city, McIlwraith is the most 
established university in the state and the institution with the greatest historical accumulation 
of academic, reputational and economic capital. It has the lowest participation rates in the 
state for low-SES and Indigenous students. Widening participation activity proves difficult 
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for this kind of institution, which demands the highest tertiary entrance scores within its 
region - a traditional barrier to low-SES participation, given the consistent correlation 
between school educational achievement and socio-economic status in Australia (Cardak & 
Ryan, 2006; Teese, 2007).1 Dawson is an aspirational university whose raison d’être 
historically lay in education for social inclusion.2 For Dawson, social inclusion and widening 
participation practices are necessary for achieving its growth objectives.  Government 
policies ‘incentivising’ low-SES student participation are welcomed as opportunities to 
expand current practices, which have been recognised nationally as ‘best practice’ for 
outreach activity with schools in low-SES areas. 
The State Widening Participation Group (here after, the Group) examined in this 
paper is a collective of university employed, student-equity practitioners and managers 
located in the same state as Dawson and McIlwraith universities.  It has worked with the state 
government to mitigate some of the competitive pressures in the federal policy setting. This 
collective has sought to maximize the effectiveness of responses to the needs of students and 
schools in low-SES contexts by the various and geographically dispersed universities in this 
state.  It has successfully secured over 20 million dollars (AUD) from the federal government 
for collaborative efforts between universities to provide ‘widening participation’ activities in 
low-SES schools and also in distinct Indigenous community engagement initiatives.    
 Current national education reforms in the Australian schooling and higher education 
sectors have prioritised efforts to reduce educational disadvantage, but at the same time are 
                                                            
1 ‘Widening participation’ in the contemporary Australian higher education context refers to activities aimed at 
expanding the participation of students from low socioeconomic status (SES) and/or Indigenous backgrounds.  
Federal policy calls, in part, for university outreach into schools in low SES areas in order to build ‘the 
aspirations, awareness and achievement’ of these students (ComLaw, 2012.80.5b). 
2 Dawson seeks to position itself within the world’s ‘top 400’ institutions as ranked by international rankings 
agencies, and also within the ‘top 5%’ of Universities within the world.  More locally, they seek to position 
themselves as number 2 in the field within the state.   
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set within a specifically Australian expression of neo-liberal education and economic policy.3  
The current impetus for raising the proportion of low-socioeconomic status (low-SES) 
students participating in Australian higher education has its origins in the 2008 ‘Bradley’ 
Review of Australian Higher Education (Bradley, Noonan, Nugent, & Scales, 2008). 
Commissioned by a federal Labor government, the report’s recommendations reflect 
international trends to widen participation within national higher education systems 
(Goastellec, 2008; Hinton-Smith, 2012) and to suture together equity and economic 
competitiveness rationales (OECD, 2008).  The Bradley Review rearticulated student-equity 
goals for the Australian higher education sector within a neo-liberal market logic that sought 
to create market incentives and inducements for universities to increase the overall attainment 
rate to 40% for 25-34 year olds by 2025, and to increase the participation rate of low-SES 
students to 20% by 2020 (Rizvi & Lingard, 2011). 
 Following the Bradley Review, the Higher Education Participation and Partnership 
Program (HEPPP) was introduced in 2010. It has reinvigorated student-equity and outreach 
programs across Australian universities. HEPPP authorises expenditure to universities of 
approximately one billion dollars between 2010 and 2015 in order to boost the participation 
rate of low-SES students. The funding is distributed via two components—‘Participation’ and 
‘Partnership’— and is designed to both spur competition amongst universities (Participation 
funds are allocated based on a head count of low-SES students) and enhance cross-sectoral 
educational collaborations (Partnership funds are allocated to collaborative projects that aim 
to build the educational aspirations and achievement of school students over time)(ComLaw, 
2012). Despite the inclusion of the Partnerships component, the HEPPP policy discursively 
privileges competition amongst universities, over inter-university and inter-sectoral 
collaboration, as the most efficient policy mechanism to raise participation rates.  The 
                                                            
3 See Harvey (2005) for an analysis of neoliberalism and Ball (2013) for an account of neoliberal education 
policy.  Neoliberalism gives priority to the individual over the collective, to the market over the state and sees 
the greatest public good achieved through the maximizing of private interest and ‘self-capitalizing’ individuals.  
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overwhelming share (two thirds) of HEPPP funding is allocated to the Participation 
component, from which universities are expected to support ‘current’ low-SES students and 
recruit ‘prospective’ low-SES students. While there are mixed reports concerning the policy's 
success to date in moving the sector toward the target figure of 20%, it seems that, 
particularly for the top tier of Australian institutions (the ‘Group of 8’), low-SES students 
remain under-represented. Student-equity policy is now situated within a set of competitive 
student recruitment relations. This raises practice based tensions amongst universities as they 
strive to raise institutional participation rates of low-SES and Indigenous students, whilst 
simultaneously broadening participation more generally within the sector. 
           Since 2010, Australian universities have also been required to enter into ‘Mission-
Compacts’ with the federal government to align institution-specific goals with government 
agendas for the sector.  Within these agreements, two ‘social inclusion targets’ are specified 
with reward payment incentives for universities : one for incrementally increasing the 
participation of students from low-SES backgrounds and the choice of another equity 
category target for Indigenous or Regional and Remote students (Department of Industry, 
2012).  Crucially, and despite references within HEPPP Participation guidelines to student 
retention and support, the key policy lever for improving low-SES participation rates is for 
individual universities to recruit as many low-SES students as they can in the shortest 
possible time frame.  There are no retention or completion performance targets set.  The 
result is that for both the Participation component of HEPPP and the Mission-Compact 
reward targets, universities are positioned as competitors with each other vis-à-vis students 
from low-SES backgrounds. In contemporary Australian higher education equity policy, 
competition trumps collaboration as far as funding incentives are concerned. 
 This paper seeks to trace the enactment of federal student-equity policy by analysing 
data gained through ethnographic research on the practices of the Group, which is responsible 
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for creating the local ‘rules of engagement’ for student-equity outreach practices in low-SES 
schools in the state.  Data were generated through observations of the Group meetings and 
seminars, access to minutes of meetings and documents produced by the Group, and through 
interviews with five of the Group participants, as well as two other student-equity staff.  The 
analysis shows how this collective of student-equity practitioners both activates (Smith, 
2005) the ruling relations of federal policy, while simultaneously appropriating (Levinson, 
Sutton, & Winstead, 2009) these policy relations. This activation and appropriation is 
undertaken in the interests of local low-SES and Indigenous student needs and to further the 
interests of the student-equity practitioners themselves as a collective, as well as the differing 
interests of the universities for whom they work.  
 The paper proceeds in four stages. Initially, we establish a theoretical grounding for 
the analysis in the sociologies of Dorothy Smith (1990, 1999, 2005) and Pierre Bourdieu 
(1990; Bourdieu & Johnson, 1993), and in the socio-cultural approach to education policy of 
Levinson, Sutton, and Winstead (2009).  We utilise Smith’s (2005) Institutional Ethnography 
approach to map how student-equity workers’ local practices are articulated and aligned, via 
the locally produced policy settlements of the Group, to federally established social inclusion 
targets for each university and to the accomplishment of ruling neo-liberal policy relations 
established by the federal government.4 Second, following Bourdieu, we argue that there are 
limits to the extent that collaborative practices amongst student-equity practitioners can 
substantially alter the distribution of academic and reputational capitals in the higher 
education field in the state. In a sense, the paper documents the creative appropriation of 
                                                            
4 It is important to note that we are not able to explore further here the complicated intergovernmental policy 
relations and structures in Australia that mediate federal goals and state policy and practices. The HEPPP targets 
for the higher education sector are related to  state targets for vocational training and tertiary education, in 
addition to a number of other National Partnership agreements.   Although higher education policy is primarily a 





authorised policy, but within the limits of the currently existing field of higher education.  
Third, the paper demonstrates how, while accomplishing federal equity policy goals, the 
practices of the Group simultaneously pull in another direction to actively reconfigure the 
shape of power relations in respect of local low-SES and Indigenous student needs.   We 
conclude by locating these current student-equity practices within the increasingly stratified 
field of global higher education (Marginson, 2008), where recruitment practices extend 
beyond the nation-state.   
 
Theoretical framework 
Institutional Ethnography was envisaged by Dorothy Smith as an alternative ‘sociology for 
people’ (2005); as such, it seeks to know and represent the social through empirical attention 
to their everyday/ everynight experiences. Key to Smith’s Institutional Ethnographic 
methodology is the tracing of the coordination of people’s activities to the ‘ruling relations’ 
that constitute contemporary capitalist societies.  She elaborates these ruling relations as the 
“text-mediated and text-based systems of ‘communication,’ “knowledge,’ ‘information,’ 
‘regulation, control and the like” that translate and articulate peoples’ work practices to 
“technological and technical specialization, elaboration differentiation, and objectification” 
(Smith, 1999, p. 77). Thus ‘ruling relations’ are an organisation of power. The textually-
mediated relations that are produced between, for instance, a government and a university or 
a university and a school are ‘the forms in which power is generated’ (p. 77).  Although 
Smith argues one cannot reduce ruling relations to ‘relations of dominance or hegemony’, 
and that their operation is not ‘monolithic or manipulated’ (Smith, 1999, p. 79), it is clear that 
the analytical trajectory of Smith’s Institutional Ethnography is aligned to the exposition of 
how ‘ordinary’ peoples’ lives and work are articulated into forms amenable to neo-liberal 
governance and economic policy (Griffith & André-Bechely, 2008; Smith, 2005).  Taken up 
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by others, Smith’s Institutional Ethnography has fruitfully contributed to explicating the 
discourses, impacts and practices of contemporary neo-liberal education policy (André-
Bechely, 2005; Gerrard & Farrell, 2013; Kerr, 2006) that are located in specific instances of 
material enactment, or accomplishment, of policy texts. 
 This approach is here combined with a Bourdieusian perspective, a strategy also 
adopted by Gerrard and Farrell (2013), but in our instance focusing upon more local sites of 
policy production. Bourdieu’s (1993) metaphor of the ‘social field’, as the encompassing 
arena of struggle with specific logics of practice, is utilised to understand the strategic 
positioning of equity practitioners and their universities.  For Bourdieu, social fields comprise 
a network of relations positioning actors/agents (individuals or collectives) competitively and 
hierarchically according to a distribution of capitals, power and their habitus (Jenkins, 2002; 
Rawolle & Lingard, 2008).  The various positions of social actors are in relations of 
domination, subordination or equivalence, depending upon the allocation of economic, social, 
cultural and symbolic capital (Jenkins, 2002).   
 As Bourdieu (1993) recognised, within cultural fields such as higher education there 
are two oppositional sub-fields: one in which there is elite and restricted production of 
products with high prestige and autonomy, and one in which there is mass production of  
products with low prestige. The latter sub-field has less autonomy and is thus more 
heteronomous and more engaged with other fields and the wider fields of power. Within 
Australia, the elite universities (the Group of 8 or ‘Sandstones’, such as McIlwraith), which 
position themselves as global research players, have significant cultural, symbolic and 
reputational capital, are less obviously ‘commercial’ in temper, at least in terms of student 
recruitment, and are more able to define themselves as providing education for its own sake 
(Gale, 2011b; Marginson, 2008; Marginson & Considine, 2000). These universities have 
higher cut-off scores for tertiary entrance and the lowest proportions of low-SES and 
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Indigenous students.  Newer universities, such as Dawson, and regional and more 
vocationally oriented universities will tend to be more obviously driven by financial 
imperatives for enrolments. They have lower cut-offs for tertiary entrance scores, can be 
more innovative with alternative entry procedures, have higher proportions of low-SES and 
Indigenous students, operate without the same research intensity and subsequently have a 
lower reputation. We note, however, that Dawson, is situated at the more research intensive 
end of this group. The field of higher education in Australia is thus stratified vertically, as 
institutions in the field occupy different positions within the academic hierarchy. There is 
also horizontal differentiation within single institutions, as certain disciplines accrue more 
prestige and economic power, as well as a larger proportion of students from high-SES 
backgrounds, while others sit at the base of the academic hierarchy attracting a higher 
proportion of students from low-SES backgrounds (James, 2008; James, Baldwin, Coates, 
Krause, & McInnis, 2004).   
 As Naidoo (2007) has argued, despite the basic commonality of interests and values 
amongst universities and the social actors within them that is required to constitute a field, 
there is never consensus or unanimity within the field, but rather an ongoing state of conflict 
and tension. This conflict arises, Naidoo explains, because  agents’ position–takings are 
‘inseparable from the objective positions occupied by the agent or institution as a result of 
their possession of a determinate quantity of specific capital’ (p. 216).  Such tendencies for 
conflict amongst universities within a stratified field of higher education are amplified when 
student-equity practices converge with student recruitment relations, as differently positioned 
universities compete with differing logics for low-SES and Indigenous students. We also note 
that the logics of student-equity policies are more challenging to the dominant logics of 
McIlwraith. Dawson currently aims to expand undergraduate places—an aim aligned with 
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widening participation— while McIlwraith is seeking to change the undergraduate/graduate 
balance in favour of the latter.   
  Yet, the existence in this case of a university consortium with a common agreement 
for student-equity practices suggests that some form of cooperative practice amongst 
universities is still possible, despite structural impediments.  Levinson, Sutton and Winstead 
(2009; see also Sutton & Levinson, 2001) provide another useful theoretical perspective here 
to account for how more localised collectives, such as the Group, negotiate and appropriate 
federal policy in ways consistent with their own established practices.  Levinson and 
colleagues have highlighted the social practices involved in the formation, negotiation, and 
appropriation of policy, manifest not simply among authorised policy elites, but across 
differing social arenas in which interests get negotiated into politically and culturally viable 
forms.  For Levinson and colleagues, local appropriation of official policy is inevitable, but 
also potentially impacts authorised policy in ways conducive to the interests of local actors.  
The practice of policy is a practice of power, whether enforced from afar to coordinate local 
practices (Griffith, 1992; Nichols & Griffith, 2009) or produced more locally, as the 
appropriation of ruling relations to accord, to the extent possible, with localised practices 
(Sutton & Levinson, 2001).   
 Our attempt to work together the theoretical tools offered by Smith, Bourdieu and 
Levinson et al. has resulted from the need to account for a policy enactment process 
complicated by practice-based tensions between student recruitment of low SES students to 
particular institutions and collaborative approaches. This has been forged through consensus 
and the work of the Group,  to increase low-SES student participation in universities more 
generally.  We see a complementarity between Bourdieu and Smith in that both seek to 
understand the imbrication of structure (social fields) and ruling relations (field of power) 
with practice and activity. Bourdieu emphasises the top-down effects of structure, while 
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Smith emphasises activity or accomplishment situated amidst the quotidian, providing a more 
bottom-up perspective.  Bourdieu sees structure as consisting of multiple fields and as framed 
by the habitus (embodied experience) of agents. However, and contrary to some deterministic 
readings of his work, through the concept of ‘socioanalysis’ Bourdieu accepts that agents are 
able to reflect on their positioning and thus are able to challenge structural determinism and 
act in agentic ways within limits.  
 The work of Levinson et al. is a useful addition to the perspectives afforded by 
Bourdieu and Smith, because neither of the latter has written explicitly about policy or the 
policy field (see van Zanten, 2005) . Levinson and colleagues (Levinson et al., 2009; Sutton 
& Levinson, 2001) see education policy in practice as being appropriated to local conditions, 
providing a way of thinking about what traditional policy literature called ‘policy 
implementation’ (Honig, 2006) and what more recent literature calls ‘policy enactment’ (Ball 
et al., 2012).  Levinson et al.’s ‘sociocultural approach to policy as a practice of power’, and 
their understanding of appropriation as ‘creative interpretive practice’ (Levinson et al., 2009, 
pp. 767-768), are useful concepts for understanding how local collectives negotiate and 
appropriate policy arising from afar;  in the process these collectives produce local policy that 
more adequately meets the needs of local circumstances and cultural practices.   
Our definition of policy in this paper bridges Levinson et al.’s view of policy as 
appropriation and  practices of power, Smith’s insight into the textual mechanisms of the 
local activation of ruling power relations, so that policy is conceived as the specifically 
textually-mediated practices of power.  Bourdieu’s conception of agentic possibilities within 
limits is also utilised to understand the distribution of these textually-mediated practices of 
power across the variously positioned universities, whose representatives comprise the 
Group.   
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            Using this theoretical synthesis, the paper contributes to knowledge of how globalised 
neo-liberal education policies, as textually-mediated practices of power, insinuate themselves 
materially into national policies and practices, and how local policy actors and practitioners 
activate, but also appropriate and reconfigure, globally influential education policy discourses 
and their rearticulation at national level and regional levels. We see these as the various 
layers of vernacularised neo-liberal policy practices.  
Methods 
This paper reports on a broader study in which a standpoint5 was assumed alongside student-
equity outreach workers in two universities (Dawson and McIlwraith), as they engaged with 
low-SES schools and their students. Field observations were then conducted in schools, on 
university campuses, and during Group meetings and practitioner seminars, as these equity 
practitioners and managers worked to build school-student capacity for university 
participation.  Fourteen semi-structured interviews seeking accounts of how equity practice 
unfolded were conducted with student-equity workers and equity managers from Dawson and 
McIlwraith and with other participants in the Group.  Eight interviews were also conducted 
with more senior university staff to whom equity practitioners in both universities reported 
and were accountable, while six interviews were conducted with Principals and staff in 
schools (with responsibility for coordinating university activities with students).  Documents 
were gathered from each university, including both public and internal planning and reporting 
texts, which describe outreach and engagement practices and how these were reported to 
others within universities, as well as to governments and schools.  State government 
                                                            
5 Epistemologically, Institutional Ethnographic methodology eschews the ‘bird’s eye’ or logocentric view from 
no-where overlooking the social world, and instead insists upon locating the researcher’s stance within the 
social and institutional relations within which both s/he and the informants together are (albeit differentially) 
situated.  Dorothy Smith and Institutional Ethnography assume this “standpoint” theory or “partial perspective”, 
which holds that a localized position within the social relations situating the researcher is the only possible 
entree into an understanding of social processes.  This theory trajectory has been articulated variously by 
feminist scholars such as Collins (1990), Haraway (1988) and Harding (1991). For a summary, see Longhofer, 
Floersch & Hoy (2012). 
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documents adumbrating the work of the Group dating back to 2009, including internal 
minutes, discussion papers, and correspondence with universities and federal government 
officials, were also accessed.  Ethical clearance was obtained from the state education body 
for data collected from the Group as well as in schools, and from both universities for 
observations, interviews and document collection from staff. McIlwraith and Dawson are 
pseudonyms.  These data were collected attending to what Smith (2005) calls the ‘trans-local 
forces’, or the ‘textually-mediated ruling relations,’ flowing through the administrative and 
governing processes structuring the daily work practices of student-equity practitioners. 
Within Institutional Ethnography, these ruling relations are detected precisely as they are 
taken up, or activated, within practices via ‘talk’ and locally produced texts, with the latter 
particularly the case for education workers (Nichols & Griffith, 2009).     
 The analysis that follows draws specifically on a subset of this data as we narrate the 
development of the Group MOU and its effects on equity practices in two universities. Texts 
involved in the development of the Group MOU, such as meeting minutes, discussion papers, 
and concept papers from the Group are examined. To ensure anonymity, reference details for 
these documents are not included when citing passages of text below.  Five interviews with 
participants of the Group are also drawn upon to analyse how the MOU and other federal 
policy discourses and ‘extra-local’ texts (such as social inclusion targets, or HEPPP 
guidelines) are referenced and activated within practices. These interviews are used to gain 






The State Widening Participation Group  
The Group is comprised of university based equity unit practitioners and managers, and is 
coordinated by a Chair and a state Department of Education Secretariat and Project Officer.6 
It reports to the Universities’ Forum of the state government, which comprises the Minister of 
the Department of Education, policy advisors from the Department, and all the Vice-
Chancellors of the state’s publically funded universities. The Forum exists to advise the 
Minister with regard to higher education policy issues at the federal level and to work 
towards policy for the sector in the state.   
An early proposal paper of the Group outlined the case for collaborative work in 
widening participation, and also named some of the conditions that would lead to non-
competitive collaboration amongst universities. Contrary to the prevailing view within the 
federal government, which held that a ‘performance indicator framework’ was required to 
measure social inclusion outcomes for universities, the paper discussed the idea to ‘track 
outcomes by individual school and by region, and not just by institutional enrolment’.  This 
would reflect the ‘spirit of the outreach effort’, with its goal to promote aspirations for and 
interest in post-school education generally, not simply individual institutional enrolment.  
Similarly, the proposal paper noted that targets for retention should reflect ‘systemic 
retention’ and not simply ‘individual [institutional] retention’ rates, and thereby ‘not be 
biased against regional universities that often see students leave for other urban institutions 
yet get counted as lost to the regional institution’.  The paper specifies how individual 
universities, as Group members, might evaluate and report to government about their 
widening participation activities: 
...it may be possible to argue that all [state] universities, having embarked on a state-wide, 
organised approach, should be measured and rewarded on an input parameter, being the 
degree of active participation in the [state] plan, …be measured and rewarded on shifts in 
                                                            
6 These individuals are positioned differently within their respective institutions, both organisationally and in 
respect of institutional power. The Chair exercised considerable influence in their own university, within the 
Group, and also in the federal higher education policy field. 
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post-school destination data by school, or shifts in regional rates of tertiary participation; and 
not just on individual institutional enrolment figures.   
 
 Such measures of success were intended to militate against competitive practices 
amongst individual universities and to strengthen the role of the Group as a policy setting 
body.   The Group discussion paper acknowledged the difficulty in producing the conditions 
for non-competitive, local student-equity policy by noting the tensions between widening 
participation and student recruitment to institutions. 
  There is an inherent tension between acting collaboratively for a broad   
  state/sector/national outcome, and being measured and rewarded individually, and 
  the Working Group needs to explore ways and means of resolving that contradiction 
  with [the federal government]. 
 
The Group’s negotiations with the federal government were not, however, able to resolve this 
contradiction.    
The draft HEPPP guidelines were released in December 2009 and sent to key actors 
within the sector for feedback. These confirmed that outreach activities envisaged by the 
Group would come from the much smaller Partnership funding component.  There was no 
reference to performance funding or outcome measurement in the HEPPP Guidelines , 
although a ‘bums on seats’ (Thomas, 2000) bias toward recruitment was clearly evident.   
 These early texts from the Group reveal both the desire to establish the principles and 
create the conditions required for universities to pursue a collaborative approach to widening 
participation work, and to pave the way for a joint bid for Partnership funds.  The latter was 
determined to be in the interests of all universities in the state as the best way to maximize the 
total funds allocated to the state’s universities in a competitive bidding process. These texts 
produced consensus amongst universities for a formal Memorandum of Understanding that 
would both define the ‘rules of engagement’ for student-equity practice and enable the joint 
Partnership funding bid to occur.   
15 
 
Articulating local practices to ruling federal policy relations 
 
The Group’s MOU is a key policy text that created the conditions for a successful bid for the 
competitively allocated HEPPP Partnership funds and articulates local student-equity 
practices to the federal government agenda.  It sets the ‘rules of engagement’ for universities 
to partner with schools, and other community groups, in order to collaboratively work 
towards raising participation rates for low SES and Indigenous students.  Although this local 
policy practice accomplishment represents a successful collaborative effort to leverage 
substantial federal funding, it simultaneously preserves, and explicitly authorises, the 
continuation of competitive recruitment practices for low-SES and Indigenous students. 
 The MOU on ‘widening tertiary participation’ is described as follows: 
  
 Eight universities in [the state] and the [state] Department of Education ... agree to 
 collaborate in their efforts to stimulate interest in tertiary study, and to widen the tertiary 
 participation of low‐income people and Indigenous people. 
The MOU sets out an ambitious plan, spanning six project areas, but for the purposes of this 
paper we focus on Project 1, the intervention into low-SES schools, and the rules of 
engagement that were specified for the state’s universities.  All low-SES schools within the 
state were divided into clusters and allocated to a university for widening participation 
activities (awareness raising, aspiration building, experiences of campus life, literacy and 
numeracy activities, etc.), based upon the ‘traditional’ geographic ‘catchment’ areas of the 
institutions.   
 The MOU proposes that a collaborative approach to widening participation is more 
likely, in this state’s context, to offer economies of scale and allow individual universities to 
either meet their expansion agendas or low-SES targets.  The distinction here is crucial.  The 
‘business case’ (as it is called in the MOU) for collaborative widening participation work was 
premised on two realities. First, some universities, particularly the regional ones, had already 
achieved comparatively high low-SES participation rates (well above the 20% national 
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target), and so widening participation work was more clearly aligned with their expansion 
objectives.  For Dawson University, widening participation activity was strategically linked 
to its plans for ‘growing strongly’.  Second, universities like McIlwraith, which have no 
significant expansion plans at the undergraduate level, nonetheless could benefit, according 
to the MOU reasoning, through ‘sowing the seeds’ of aspiration (Group informant interview) 
for more low-SES students in the sector generally and eventually diversifying their student 
body and receiving associated financial rewards.   
 There is also a ‘social justice’ case for collaborative action within the MOU text, 
expressed as an ‘entitlement’ that all low-SES students have to ‘an appropriate level of 
tertiary awareness and tertiary preparation, so that their choices are informed by an 
understanding of tertiary options and possibilities, and by a positive attitude towards their 
own capabilities’.  Yet it is clear that this ‘social justice’ case is not strong enough, on its 
own, for collaboration to occur.  As the Chair of the Group noted in interview, the 
collaborative division of widening participation activity amongst universities required the 
‘business case’ as well: 
 
 So part of the business case was the gap between how many people had degrees and 
how many didn't; how many low -SES people there were in unis and how many 
weren't.  In [the state], there were huge gaps, big gaps.  And then we looked at where 
people lived; where the poor people live, the distributed nature of the population... 
Then we looked at the universities' interests and we split into two camps on this 
matter; those that wanted to change their mix and those that wanted to grow.  But 
because we had done the sums, we knew neither could reach those ambitions without 
stimulating demand, because there weren’t enough people to either change your mix 
or grow in the way that people wanted to.  So the clever part of the business case, I 
think, was being able to define the issue of stimulating demand for tertiary study; that 
is, making more people interested as a common interest; whether you wanted to 





All universities had an incentive to collaborate because only ‘widening participation’ activity 
amongst low-SES students would stimulate enough demand and encourage enough students 
to enrol in universities to meet targets either to grow or diversify enrolments (see also Gale, 
2011a).    
 There are key passages in the MOU which preserve spaces for competitive 
recruitment practices, alongside more collaborative, non-university specific outreach 
activities.  For example, there is a clause, effectively a competitive proviso clause, that 
specifies ‘recruitment activities clearly targeted at students who are ready to choose a course 
or institution are unaffected by this agreement’.  In other words, practices to recruit high 
achieving students from low-SES schools are legitimized, ‘when they are ready to choose’ a 
particular institution, although exactly when that might be has proved difficult for the Group 
to agree upon.  The minutes of the Group meetings and discussion documents suggest some 
university representatives believed students in years 10-12 (the final years of schooling in 
Australia) were able to make this decision, while others noted that even within years 10-12 
there are still those, particularly within low-SES schools and communities, who had not made 
firm decisions about tertiary study.  Indeed, the MOU calls for ‘tertiary awareness’ programs 
for students in schools from ‘year 6 to year 12’, and so implicitly envisages ‘widening 
participation’ work happening alongside more targeted ‘recruitment’ work in these years.   
Whether a particular university interpreted the Group MOU to authorise ‘open 
competition’ for students in low-SES schools in years 10-12, or at a more imprecisely defined 
time when they ‘were ready to choose an institution’, we argue that this competitive proviso 
is a key, textually-mediated mechanism by which the equity practices in the state are 
articulated to the wider ruling policy relations established by HEPPP.  Although the Group 
explicitly valorizes collaborative activity amongst universities, the MOU’s competitive 
proviso clause becomes the textually-mediated mechanism by which local practices activate 
18 
 
federal policy that privileges recruitment to specific institutions through the low-SES student 
loading.  This competitive proviso clause is also activated within local student-equity 
practices as universities enact their Mission-Compacts and strive for specific ‘social 
inclusion’ targets for low-SES (and in this state, Indigenous) student participation to move 
the sector as a whole toward the participation target for students from low-SES backgrounds.   
The local activation, appropriation and practice of student-equity policy 
This section seeks to account for how McIlwraith and Dawson activated federal student-
equity policy, and the state Group’s MOU, in ways that are recognizable (Smith, 2006)  to 
these institutions as government mandated policy. We show how the practices of staff in two 
universities activated and appropriated the policy according to their particular institutional 
imperatives.   For McIlwraith, student-equity becomes the targeted recruitment of the ‘best 
and the brightest’ low SES students in years 10-12, and includes a smaller broad-based 
outreach in years 8-10 into low SES schools, as is mandated by the Group MOU.  For 
Dawson, student-equity outreach is practised with entire cohorts of students in low SES 
schools and continues throughout years 6-12.  Widening participation for Dawson is designed 
to build a larger cohort of students over time that will progress to university and contribute to 
its growth ambitions.  
The Dawson student-equity staff members expressed their rationale for beginning 
widening participation activities with students from year 6 onwards as a necessary 
intervention to prevent students ‘ruling out’ university as a future possibility.  One Dawson 
student-equity staff person engaging with these students put it this way: 
  Well they’re [the students] ruling things out… Theory tells us that at different stages 
of their development they are looking at factors like, early on, aspiring to things that 
are not even real.  So they want to be a mermaid or superman when they grow up.  
And they go through the next stage of development where they grow up and realize 
there are differences around gender, so they start ruling things out.  So if I’m a boy, 
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I’m not going to want to become more traditionally female roles like nurses or 
hairdressers.  And vice-versa for girls; they’re not going to go into engineering, or 
become a mechanic or plumber.  So they’re ruling things out.  And one of the next 
things they start to recognize is difference around intelligence, and social status.  So 
they start to realize there are these rich people and poor people; and smart people and 
not so smart people, and which category they fit in, and what that means for their 
occupational options.  So they start ruling out…so university is not for me because 
that’s for rich geeks.  
For Dawson, the rationale for working on widening participation with primary school 
students is the need for counter-discourses of possibility, as students otherwise are subjected 
to gendered and classed assumptions about academic capacity and future opportunities.  
Dawson uses mentors who went to the same schools as these young children to present 
university as a realistic possibility, and promises support to these schools and students.     
The point at which widening participation ends and student recruitment begins, 
however, remains blurred in student-equity practices in the state.  Dawson university 
activates the MOU rules of engagement through practising widening participation activities 
for students from years 6-12, but it also has separate ‘external relations’ or marketing teams 
involved at different times in those same schools with students in years 11-12.  In response to 
a series of questions about the relationship between widening participation outreach and more 
recruitment focused activity in low-SES schools, a Dawson student-equity staff person noted 
the following:  
 ... if possible we do try and work in partnership and do that in synch with each other.  
So we can go in first, and sow the seed and go, ‘ok this is inclusive’…open your 
minds’, and then External Relations, who are much more on a recruitment drive can 
come in, and they can give the actual hard and fast figures about which campus you 
 go to and what you do for what and what degree leads to what career and outcome.   
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Although there is a different agenda at play for the student-equity staff at Dawson than for the 
External Relations team, social ‘inclusion’ versus ‘recruitment’, they are attempting to 
integrate their activities for the benefit of their university and students in schools.   
McIlwraith staff activate the WP MOU by dividing their outreach practices so that 
years 10-12 remain ‘open for competition’ and student recruitment, and widening 
participation activities occur for students in years 8-10.  A McIllwaith director, overseeing 
both widening participation and student recruitment activity, describes the negotiation 
process within the Group meetings, and their own decisions, as follows: 
 There was a push to work in primary school years on that [Group] working party and 
some universities said "we will" and others said "we won't".  We always made it very 
clear that was not where we saw ourselves going.  Our [Deputy Vice-Chancellor 
Academic] was absolutely clear that it was not where we saw ourselves going…We 
had a list [from the Group] and it had primary schools and high schools and we 
always said ‘we will only be in high schools at this point in time".  The decision was 
taken in consultation with the DVCA and taking account of scarce resources.  We 
chose to work intensively with the high schools.  Year 10, 11 and 12 was always open 
competition.   
McIlwraith’s decision to work on widening participation activities from years 8-10, and not 
with primary school students, was based upon a strategic decision to invest resources so that 
they might best result in enrolments to university in general, but also specifically to 
McIlwraith in the medium term.  
After a century of cultivating deep partnerships with the most elite high schools in the 
region (both government and non-government), McIlwraith’s move to systematically 
establish mutually beneficial partnerships with marginalized schools, as per the HEPPP 
partnership guidelines, is a long term task that necessarily falls beyond HEPPP timelines. 7  
Assuming that it will not lower its tertiary entrance scores for access (cut-offs that effectively 
                                                            
7 McIlwraith has had some relationships with low-SES schools in the past, and variously positioned staff have 
demonstrated on-going commitment to student-equity initiatives.  What is argued here is that the current HEPPP 
policy and the preceding Bradley Review have forced the University to respond more systematically to these 
concerns than was previously the case.   
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reflect and reinforce a hierarchical field of institutional prestige), McIlwraith’s options to 
meet its progressively rising social inclusion targets are limited.  It would need to either 
radically escalate its compensatory ‘bonus points’ scheme to improve low-SES students’ 
tertiary entrance scores and/or more systematically and strategically recruit ‘the best and the 
brightest’ from two new sources: low–SES schools and their students, and schools with a 
higher proportion of Indigenous students. 
  Outreach by McIllwaith into Dawson’s cluster of low-SES schools was viewed by 
Dawson and a guidance counsellor from one of those schools as unnecessarily competitive. 
However, this strategy was understood by McIlwraith outreach staff as a legitimate practice 
for the recruitment of years 11-12 students who are ready to choose an institution, as per the 
MOU ‘rules of engagement’ and as authorised by HEPPP participation funding guidelines. 
Further adding to the sensitivities involved between these two universities, the very highest 
achieving students from low-SES backgrounds from some schools in Dawson’s ‘catchment’ 
area have hitherto often chosen Dawson rather than McIlwraith.  Current federal policy 
settings are activated by McIlwraith staff, at least since the beginning of 2011, through 
internal strategic planning texts and teaching and learning documents that articulate the need 
to attract a niche of the student market that now holds increased economic value: the highest 
achieving low-SES and/or Indigenous students.8 This is the contemporary ‘equity premium’ 
within Australian higher education.   
 We asked a McIlwraith manager explicitly about the impacts of the social inclusion 
targets and whether they were affecting student-equity practices.  The manager replied 
directly: 
                                                            
8 Under formulas that were operative between 2010 and 2011, each low-SES student attracted what amounted to 
approximately $1800 in extra government funding.  Since the last Federal budget in May, 2012 this figure has 




 Yes – at the moment - with limited resources, we have got to be realistic and we 
have made the decision to work intensively with a small number of high schools 
[rather]  than to try to be all things to all people.  Not every student is going to come 
to this university.  We need to go and find the ones from low SES backgrounds that 
have the potential to come here; prepare them as well as we can and get them in the 
door. To some extent, the focus on how scarce resource is invested is dependent on 
the leadership and practitioners in the universities. Equity practitioners will always 
have a very different mindset to a commercial person who, with limited budget will 
be very focused on outcomes. 
 
In their pursuit of social inclusion targets, McIlwraith is not directly providing widening 
participation activities to primary school students, but recruiting ex-students from these 
schools as ‘role models’. Expressing both an intimate engagement in setting student-equity 
practices at McIlwraith and also a clear distance from student equity practitioners and their 
approach to widening participation, the director argues for a commercial logic, and leadership 
practices, to drive student-equity practice in an era of social inclusion targets9.   
Nonetheless a condition of Group funding allocated to McIlwraith is that the work 
their student-equity staff do in schools for students in years 8-10 be less focused upon 
academically elite students.  Indeed, the director of both student recruitment and equity 
outreach at McIlwraith notes that in these widening participation activities:  
 …we don't select those students; the schools do.  So some schools just hand it out and 
say, "Anybody that wants to come can come."  Other schools might nominate; some 
schools say year 8, some say year 9, some say year 10.  We are in the hands of our 
partners there. There are a range of WP activities and our aim is through one activity 
or another, to get to all students in years 8 – 10.   
 
Although McIlwraith competes for high achieving students in low-SES schools in years 10-
12, cutting across widening participation activities of other universities in those schools, its 
                                                            
9 The different habitus of the director and equity practitioners at McIlwraith, and their different  positioning 




own widening participation activities are potentially more accessible to a broader group of 
students, depending upon selection processes in schools.   
Yet these year 8-10 widening participation activities are less well-resourced than 
other more targeted recruitment programs within McIlwraith, which aim to provide 
opportunities for the ‘best and the brightest’ within low-SES schools, both within its cluster 
of schools and across most of the state.  According to McIlwraith staff, the ‘flagship’ 
‘selective’ equity program that has most financial support and prestige within the university 
provides opportunities for a small number of students per school, and is more likely to make 
an impact upon achieving the government imposed targets.  The equity outreach practices it 
conducts in line with the Group MOU, while important to McIlwraith’s standing within the 
Group, are not as critical to McIlwraith in achieving its social inclusion targets.  
McIlwraith’s participation in the Group, and its concern to be accessible to low-SES 
students, are also matters of reputational prestige, or symbolic capital.  In an interview with a 
student-equity advisor at McIlwraith, the importance of the university’s participation was 
explained in the following way:  
 It’s a reputational thing.  You couldn’t have the only … Go8 [university] in the state 
… saying we’re not going to do this because we don’t care.  And I think to be totally 
honest there are a lot of people that do care.  I mean you’ve got some senior staff at 
the University who are very committed to this kind of stuff, whether they’re 
necessarily going about it the right way is another question.  But I think there’s a very 
genuine commitment and concern about the fact that we haven’t been able to improve 
our access figures; that we have a role in the state as [McIlwraith] to be able to get all 
the kids in.  
Despite the ‘genuine commitment and concern’ of individual staff at McIlwraith to make the 
institution more accessible to low-SES students, the strategic decisions taken in pursuit of 
that goal are aligned with the preservation of its status as the dominant institution in the field. 
McIlwraith is inclined to strategically cooperate with other universities in the Group, while 
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the focus is upon expanding the ‘base’ of the system with low-SES students.  Cooperative 
student-equity practices amongst universities become strained, however, where there is a 
potential change in the allocation of academic and reputational capital within the field and a 
disturbance to the existing institutional hierarchy of the field.  Tensions arise when, from 
McIlwraith’s perspective, there is resistance to its recruitment of the “best and the brightest” 
low SES and Indigenous students.  From Dawson’s perspective, tensions arise when 
McIlwraith is preoccupied with recruiting high achieving students from the high schools 
allocated to Dawson’s cluster under the Group’s MOU and doing little to support the 
educational achievement of students from primary school years.  A student-equity outreach 
staff member from McIlwraith explains the strategy to improve low-SES participation rates: 
 I think ultimately we are trying to get the highest achieving lower socio-economic 
and the highest achieving Indigenous to almost fit in within the other aspects of 
what [McIlwraith] prides itself on.... we have those high standards and it's very - you 
know, set standards and they are driven by demand and calibre of applicants and 
quotas and things like that.  So I think, yes, ultimately, that is the mix that fits in best 
with where - you know, with what [McIlwraith] can attract. 
 
McIllwaith’s privileged position in the field, its ‘high standards’ and its ability to attract high 
performing students are regarded as ‘natural’ unfoldings of the market mechanisms of supply 
and demand.  It appears obvious to this practitioner that neither McIlwraith nor any other 
university would interfere with this outcome 
 Bourdieu’s theory of conflict within fields enables the strategic positioning of 
McIlwraith and its collaboration within the Group process to be understood as consistent with 
its privileged position in the field (Bourdieu & Johnson, 1993; Bourdieu & Passeron, 1990; 
Marginson & Considine, 2000; Naidoo, 2007). While other universities such as Dawson are 
more reluctant to recruit students from the low-SES schools allocated to McIlwraith, over-
extended as they are with their own set of low-SES schools in their ‘catchment’ areas, 
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McIlwraith’s recruiting reach extends beyond its cluster of schools into those of other 
universities such as Dawson.  Student-equity practice at McIlwraith becomes recognizable 
(Smith, 2006) to its staff as federal and Group mandated policy, when it activates internal 
teaching and learning strategic documents aimed at both improving its proportions of low 
SES students and maintaining its commitment to recruiting the ‘best and the brightest’.  
Collaborative appropriation of federal policy 
Despite the competitive market for low-SES students encouraged by the HEPPP policy, the 
Group seems to have manifested a capacity and power to negotiate and appropriate (Levinson 
et al., 2009) the federal government’s competitive equity policy relations in accordance with 
its members’ own practices.  There are five instances of this appropriation that we will 
document here.  First, the Group was able to impact the shape of the final HEPPP guidelines 
and thus federal government policy.  The Chair of the Group, a highly respected leader in the 
equity field in Australia, submitted a response to the Draft Guidelines on behalf of the Group, 
advocating for more funding of collaborative, non-competitive widening participation 
approaches.  This advice, along with the model of the collaborative state-wide process and 
collective bid, impacted the final Partnership guidelines. This demonstrates an interesting 
blurring, as well as interactions, between sites of policy production and policy enactment. 
Specifically, in this case, the state sites of enactment affected federal policy production, 
offering a challenge to linear accounts of policy processes. 
Second, the state government secretariat and project officer to the Group noted in 
interview that the federal government subsequently encouraged other states to become 
involved with their universities’ widening participation effort in a similar manner: 
What happened in [the state] was really what the Commonwealth [the federal 
government] wanted to see happening around the country.  They really wanted to see 
universities collaborating on this stuff.  They, at one stage, contacted every state 
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government to see what they were doing in terms of working with universities.  So, 
yeah, what we were doing fitted very nicely with the Commonwealth.  What the 
Commonwealth was doing, it fitted nicely with what we wanted to do.  We were very 
nicely aligned.  So, yeah, we did have an impact. 
Although the Group could not impact the shape of the Participation guidelines under HEPPP, 
it was instrumental in having the Partnership guidelines recognise and call for collaborative 
and coordinated approaches in the bidding process.  Collaborative activity was encouraged by 
the HEPPP policy within an enveloping set of competitive student-recruitment relations. 
 Third, the concerns around the balance between the Participation and Partnerships 
components within the HEPPP funds were also referenced by the Group’s steering committee 
in other conversations with federal officials. The Chair of the Group was often consulted 
directly by these officials around related policy matters.  Within the final HEPPP guidelines, 
there appears a provision for universities to move Participation monies to Partnership 
activities, should they wish to do so, which suggests that there was some responsiveness to 
the Group concerns here, and also the concerns of other equity practitioners in Australia.  The 
rate at which universities did indeed shift these funds across was particular to the institution’s 
requirements.  Internal documents suggest that McIlwraith, for instance, did not shift over 
substantial amounts of funds to support widening participation outreach activities. Although 
Dawson’s deployment of HEPPP Participation funds was mostly aimed at supporting existing 
low-SES or ‘first-in-family’ students, there was a more substantial movement of funds across 
to the Partnerships and outreach practices.   
 Fourth, the HEPPP guidelines for the funds do not reference specific Indigenous 
project funding (this appears under a separate scheme). However, the Group was successful 
in making this a key component of its bid, and now funds have flowed through to Indigenous 
Units on university campuses across the state.  The refracting of this policy towards local 




Fifth, and finally, because of cooperation amongst the state’s universities, most of the 
Partnership bid money went to regional universities, who have the most complex service 
provision to communities and schools with the largest low-SES and Indigenous populations, 
and mostly regional and remote students.  The collaborative bid and common agreement over 
differentiated funding amongst the state’s universities meant that most of the funds went 
where they could be used most efficiently and for greatest impact.   
 In all of these ways, the Group has proved its capacity to reconfigure or ‘appropriate’ 
federal policy more appropriately to local needs and circumstances, resulting in the 
vernacularisation of federal policy.  It has gained influence within the national equity field, 
and, we argue, impacted federal policy for the better, although without challenging the meta 
policy setting.  
Conclusion 
This paper has traced the activation and appropriation of Australian student-equity policy in 
one state across three sites: two universities differently positioned within a hierarchical and 
competitive higher education field, and a Group of student-equity practitioners and managers 
which produced a consensus for collaborative practice within this field.  This activation and 
appropriation of authorised federal equity policy can also be seen in terms of Bourdieu’s 
account of agentic practices framed by the logics of practice of fields and the capacity for 
reflexive socioanalysis of equity-practitioners. Our account of activation, appropriation and 
agentic practice of authorized equity policy has also demonstrated how the site of policy 
enactment can impact policy production. 
In tracing such agentic practices within limits, the analysis highlighted the tensions 
between a longer term concern to bolster capacity for educational achievement in low-SES 
schools and a shorter term mandate to recruit high achieving low-SES and Indigenous 
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students to specific universities. Smith’s (2005) Institutional Ethnographic methodology 
guided the enquiry, seeking to trace the textually-mediated ruling relations of federal policy 
as they aligned local practices via the policy settlements of the Group.  As a collaborative 
initiative amongst the state’s universities, under the auspices of the state government, student-
equity practices were codified to maximize the potential for federal funding to impact upon 
widening participation work across the state, as well as to better serve regional and remote 
communities, which were comprised of the lowest SES schools and most Indigenous 
students. Yet through a competitive proviso clause in their MOU, the Group preserved 
competitive practices amongst universities for the highest achieving low-SES and Indigenous 
students, and articulated local student-equity practices to HEPPP (especially the Participation 
component) guidelines, in addition to Mission-Compact social inclusion targets that were 
mandated for individual institutions.   
 Bourdieu’s theory of social fields was utilized to account for the conditions of 
possibility for cooperative behavior amongst universities in their outreach to low-SES and 
Indigenous students.  Collaborative work through the Group was possible for McIlwraith, the 
most powerful university in the region, so long as there was no challenge to its academic and 
reputational capital and disturbance of its dominant position within the field.  Collaboration 
takes place, for McIlwraith, as long as the ‘best and the brightest’ low-SES and Indigenous 
students are ‘open competition’ for recruitment.  We also demonstrated that local student-
equity practices become ‘recognizable’ (Smith, 2006)as mandated policy, whether originating 
at the federal or state level, when they are appropriated according to institutional imperatives 
to either grow (Dawson) or diversify (McIlwraith) their student cohorts. Yet, we also 
conclude that the Group did exercise some agency as a local policy producing body, and was 
able, in the manner described by Levinson and colleagues (Levinson et al., 2009; Sutton & 
Levinson, 2001) and as theorized by Bourdieu, to appropriate ruling policy prescriptions in 
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the interests of the equity field and the state’s regional universities.  Their collaborative, state-
wide approach influenced the shape of HEPPP partnership guidelines, and was instrumental 
in providing a longer term, community capacity building dimension to government goals.   
 It is important to set this analysis against the global context of contemporary higher 
education (Sellar & Gale, 2011). We have focused on one instance of equity policy 
production and appropriation in Australia; however, similar efforts to address inequities in 
HE provision are evident in the policy settings of many nations as they expand their systems 
(OECD, 2008). An important component of these efforts is the provision of ‘incentives for 
[tertiary education institutions] to widen participation and provide extra support for students 
from disadvantaged backgrounds’(OECD, 2008, p. 21). For example, the now defunct 
Aimhigher programme in the UK funded ‘Aimhigher partnerships’, which were located 
outside of universities and coordinated widening participation work between schools, higher 
and further education institutions. Funds were also provided directly to schools. Under these 
conditions, collaborative work within regions was more likely to flourish. Current funding 
arrangements under the Coalition government in the UK have shifted away from this 
partnership model to funding based on participation and commitments made in compacts with 
government. While the volume of funding has not significantly reduced, these changed 
arrangements, similar to the Australian policy settings examined here, have encouraged a 
shift away from collaborative, regional work toward competitive efforts to recruit students to 
specific institutions. 
Beyond comparisons between these different vernacular (re)articulations of global 
policy discourses, it is also important to recognise that higher education is now constituted as 
a global field (Marginson, 2008) and the dynamics we have examined here are also evident 
across this broader field. For example, Harvard seeks to recruit and support the most talented 
students globally, regardless of their socio-economic circumstances, by providing equity 
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scholarships that follow a similar logic to McIlwraith’s efforts to recruit the ‘best and 
brightest’ from across their state. However, we note that these ‘global’ equity students are 
outnumbered by those participating in higher education outside of their nation at elite 
universities to gain a positional advantage within global labour markets as part of intensifying 
global competition for talent (Brown & Tannock, 2009; Tannock, 2013). The positioning and 
differentiation of universities within this global field of higher education, similarly to the 
state-wide field examined here, also have important implications for neo-liberal attempts to 
widen participation within national higher education systems.  
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